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Research Paper 
 
HOME SUSTAINABILITY POLICY AND MANDATORY 
DISCLOSURE 
A survey of buyer and seller participation and awareness in Qld 
 
 
 
Abstract 
Purpose:  Sustainability Declarations were introduced by the Queensland State Government on 
1 January 2010 as a mandatory disclosure measure for all dwelling sales in the State.  The 
purpose of this paper is to assess the impact this policy decision has had in the home buyer 
decision making process in the first year since its introduction and to consider the effectiveness 
of the legislation in meeting its policy objectives. 
Methodology:  This quantitative research comprised a two part process:  the first stage surveyed 
the level of compliance by the real estate industry with the legislative requirements.  Stage two 
comprised an online survey of Real Estate Institute of Queensland members to determine a) 
what impact the Sustainability Declaration has had on home buyer decision making and b) how 
effective the legislative mechanisms have been in achieving the policy objectives.  
Findings: This paper assesses the initial impact of this initiative over its first year in operation.  
These preliminary findings indicate a high level of compliance from the real estate industry, 
however results confirm that sustainability is yet to become a criterion of relevance to the 
majority of home buyers in Queensland. 
Practical Implications: 
These quantitative findings support anecdotal evidence that the objectives of the legislation to 
increase home buyer awareness and relevance of sustainability issues in the home, are not 
being achieved.   
Social Implications: Sustainability Declarations are a first step in raising home buyer awareness 
of the importance of sustainability in housing.  Further monitoring of this impact will be carried 
out over time. 
Originality/Value:   
This is the first research undertaken to assess the impact of this new mandatory disclosure 
legislation in Queensland, Australia.  The findings will inform policy makers and assist them to 
assess the effectiveness of the current legislation in achieving its policy objectives. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Issues of environmental sustainability and particularly energy efficiency have been 
increasing in awareness in residential home ownership and construction worldwide.  Over 
the last decade more stringent environmental laws have been introduced by many countries 
to counter soaring energy usage and prices by the construction and design of more energy 
efficient buildings and home products. 
 
Most developed countries have introduced sustainability elements into their residential 
construction legislation and have also adopted a number of sustainability assessment and 
rating tools, such as Green Building Challenge-GBtool (Canada), LEED (USA), BREEAM 
UK) ,BEES (USA), LCAid (Australia), ECO-Quantum (Netherlands), Ecoprofile (Norway)and 
Greenstar (Australia) (Cooperative Research Centre for Construction Innovation, 2001). 
 
Prior to 2003, sustainability in residential construction in Australia was governed by 
individual State Legislation, with , the main focus of the Building Code of Australia (“BCA”) 
being to provide safety, health and amenity in residential construction for the home occupier. 
However, in 2004, the Australian Building Code Board announced the intention to broaden 
these aims of the BCA, to encompass specific sustainability issues such as energy, water, 
materials and indoor environment quality, with sustainability added to three existing goals in 
the current BCA. (Beauchamp, 2007). 
 
Similar approaches to sustainability in the residential property sector have been undertaken 
across numerous countries, and as is the case in Australia, the effectiveness of these 
measures is still being determined. 
 
In late 2009, the Queensland State Government enacted mandatory disclosure of the 
environmental features of dwellings for sale in Queensland through the introduction of the 
Building and Other Legislation Amendment Bill 2009.  The subsequent “Sustainability 
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Declaration” came into effect on 1 January 2010 and compelled all residential sellers to 
complete a declaration of their dwelling’s environmental and social sustainability features in 
four key areas:  energy, water, safety and access.   
 
In essence, the mechanisms of this legislation requires a) the seller to disclose the 
household sustainability features at the time of sale, via completion of the Sustainability 
Declaration to the best of their knowledge;  b) the selling agent to advertise the availability of 
that declaration;  and c) the prospective buyer to proactively request a copy of the 
declaration from the selling agent.  These mechanisms are discussed more fully in Section 2 
of this paper and their implications examined in the research findings. 
 
The purpose of this research is to assess the impact of this mandatory disclosure of 
sustainability features on home buyer decision making in the first year since its introduction 
and to therefore inform policy makers on the effectiveness of this legislation in meeting its 
policy objectives.   
 
As this legislation has only recently been introduced, this initial survey and research will 
enable a benchmark position to be determined and follow up surveys will be conducted to 
assess changes in the level of compliance, awareness and acceptance over time. The 
results of this new legislative initiative in relation to sustainable housing in Queensland, 
Australia has the potential to offer insights into the impact of similar mandatory programs 
and real estate buyer behaviour in all countries with an open residential property market as 
well as providing quantitative evidence to policy makers on the effectiveness of legislation in 
achieving its stated objectives. 
 
1.1. Structure 
This paper has been structured as follows.  This section introduces the relevance of 
sustainability, and particularly energy efficiency, to the housing sector.  Section 2 discusses 
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the evolution of relevant legislation from a national and international perspective as the 
sustainability issue has grown in momentum.  Section 2 also reviews the available literature 
on the importance of sustainability features to home buyers.  Section 3 outlines the 
methodology employed in this study.  Section 4 presents key findings and the conclusions 
are presented in Section 5. 
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2. BACKGROUND AND POLICY 
The issue of sustainability and sustainable growth is not new, with debate dating back to the 
early 1970’s.  Real momentum wasn’t gained until twenty years later, with the 1992 United 
Nations Earth Summit publication of Agenda 21, which highlighted areas of sustainable 
design and construction (Bunz et al., 2006)   Initially identified as an industry and commercial 
building issue, sustainability and in particular energy usage, has now entered the vernacular 
of home owners/occupiers.  
 
A global approach to sustainable residential housing has been limited to some extent by the 
various historical, socio-cultural, political and economic identity factors across individual 
countries (Beauchamp, 2007)    Although individual countries have adopted differing 
approached to sustainable residential housing development, both voluntary and mandatory 
(Eves and Kippes, 2010) , the results from such programs provide a valuable reference point 
for the global implementation of more sustainable approaches to the issue and debate.  
Rovers (2003) states the importance of policy in respect to the implementation of sustainable 
housing initiatives and that few policies or policy instruments in Europe had achieved 
progress beyond the expectations of various building regulations. This is also supported by 
Sunikka (2001) whose study of sustainable building policy in Finland, Netherlands, France, 
Germany and UK found that despite government support for sustainable building, progress 
in this area has been slow and not sufficient to meet the 1992 Earth Summit guidelines. 
 
2.1. Household Energy Use  
Energy usage by residential and commercial property accounts for a substantial proportion 
of total energy use in Australia.  Whilst energy use is not the only factor in the sustainability 
debate for buildings, it is certainly the one that achieves a high level of attention due to the 
scale of its impact and the perceived level of control consumers have on its usage.   
 
Research Paper 
5 
 
According to research, building impacts on the environment include 55% of timber 
consumption, 27% of plastics use, 12% of iron and steel applications, 30% of raw material 
consumption, 40% of atmospheric pollution, 25% of solid waste, 24% of all water use, 20% 
of effluent, substantial indoor air quality issues, 37% of all energy, and 68% of all electricity 
use (Lenssen and Roodman, 1995, Newton et al., 2001).  Given that building impacts could 
be split almost evenly between homes (55%) and commercial buildings (45%), the impact of 
residential housing on total energy use is substantial and increasing (Sullivan, 2007). 
 
According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (“ABS”) (2008) in 2008 the majority of 
households (77%) resided in separate houses.  Of these separate houses, 37% comprised 
four or more bedrooms and this was identified as a contributing factor to increased energy 
use.  Electricity was the most commonly used energy source for hot water systems (46%) 
and space heating (35%).  An increase in the use of insulation in homes was identified, up 
from 52% of dwellings in 1994 to 61% in 2008. However, this research shows that the 
increase in awareness and installation of insulation has been driven by the need for comfort 
rather than an awareness or concern for energy use.  Only a small proportion (4%) of 
households reported that they had installed insulation in order to save energy.  The main 
reason for not installing insulation was that the household was not responsible for insulation 
(34%), i.e. that they were renting their dwelling (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2008). 
 
These factors combined have increased the need for the real estate and construction 
industries to react and participate in overall energy reduction and housing sustainability 
through efficient house construction and design.  This environmental suitability relates to the 
maximisation of energy and water efficiency for specific housing markets and the varying 
weather conditions they experience.   
 
Residential construction standards for new housing have been legislated in countries such 
as Australia (Building Code of Australia, 2009), New Zealand (New Zealand Building Act 
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2004) and United States (Energy Efficiency in Housing Act of 2009) to ensure that some 
levels of energy efficiency and sustainability are factored into building design, construction 
and material selection. 
 
Research indicates that such initiatives have been successful in reducing energy usage.  
Since the Building Code of Australia first introduced minimum energy standards in housing, 
energy usage per household has dropped.   
 
[INSERT] Figure 1: Residential energy consumption and growth in dwellings and population, 
Victoria, base year = 1998. 
 
Figure 1 shows that that total residential energy consumption within Victorian households 
(excluding use of private transport) rose by 8% between 1998 and 2007, compared to a 15% 
growth in numbers of households.  Hence, energy use per household has decreased over 
this period.  However, total residential property energy use is still increasing due to 
increasing household numbers (Department of Sustainability and Environment (Victoria), 
2010).  Climate Change Victoria (2010) states that residential property energy consumption 
accounts for 17.5% of total energy consumption for the State.  
 
However, new homes built since the introduction of minimum sustainability standards remain 
in the minority of all housing stock, and the upgrading of established housing to be more 
energy efficient and environmentally suitable is also required.  In these situations, various 
governments have opted for voluntary schemes to improve the energy efficiency and 
sustainability of older housing stock, such as the ill-fated home insulation scheme1 and solar 
hot water schemes introduced by the Australian Government in 2009.  The Australian 
                                               
1
 The Australian Government’s home insulation scheme was prematurely suspended following the death of four 
workers, numerous allegations of fraud and sub-standard installations and a reported 120 house fires linked to 
the scheme  Author. 2010. INSULATION-SCHEME HOUSE FIRES RISE The Age, March 26, 2010. 
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Capital Territory (“ACT”) has had an energy efficiency mandatory disclosure scheme for 
housing for sale or lease since 1999 and research concludes that there is a relationship 
between house prices and energy ratings (National Framework for Energy Efficiency, 2008) 
as home buyers capitalise forecast future energy savings into home purchase prices.  
 
The homes of all Australians collectively have a very significant impact on the environment, 
with energy usage being one of the key contributors.  Home buyers in the ACT have been 
found to value high energy rated homes, as that information is available to them for 
comparison at the time of sale and/or lease.  Now that this information is available to 
Queensland home buyers, similar impacts to home buyer decision making may also be 
observable over time.   
2.2. International  
Since The European Parliament and The Council of the European Union issued its Directive 
2002/91/EC on the energy performance of buildings in 2002, a number of member countries 
have set building energy usage goals and introduced supporting legislation (Official Journal 
of the European Communities, 2002). 
 
The UK has set a goal that all new houses should be net-zero emissions by 2016.  The 
United Kingdom’s Code for Sustainable Homes was established in 2007, with compulsory 
rating against the Code of new homes from 2008.  The Code uses a star rating from 1 to 6, 
based on performance against 9 sustainability criteria which are combined to assess the 
overall environmental impact.  Energy usage is a key criterion, with an Energy Performance 
Certificate required for the sale of all new homes.  (Department of Communities and Local 
Government (UK), 2010).  
 
German authorities have set a goal that by 2020 buildings should be operating without fossil 
fuel.  Mandatory disclosure of home energy usage at the time of sale or lease came into 
effect on 1 July 2008.  Two types of Energy Certificates are required:  a) a Demand 
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Certificate applies to the building’s thermal efficiency, rating aspects of energy efficiency 
such as the walls, roof, windows and furnace; and b) a Usage Certificate based on the actual 
energy use of the property over the past three years. (Deutsche Energie-Agentur, 2010). 
 
France introduced thermal regulations in 2000 and 2005 which defined performance levels 
for new buildings.  From 2012, all buildings are to be low-consumption (heating, DHW, 
cooling, ventilation and lighting  ).  By 2020, all buildings are to be energy-positive by 
balancing their low consumption by the production of renewable energy (Lenoir et al., 2010). 
(Lenoir et al., 2010, French Environment and Energy Management Agency 2010). 
 
Following Europe’s lead, legislative sustainability targets for housing, and in particular 
energy usage in homes, have been introduced in a number of other countries around the 
world including USA, Canada, Malaysia, and New Zealand.  
 
2.3. Australia - Federal 
Increases in energy efficiency regulation in Australia gained momentum in 2003 when four-
star energy efficiency was mandated in Australia for all new residential dwellings through the 
Building Code of Australia.  In 2007 this mandate was increased to a five-star rating.  All 
States and territories in Australia have now agreed to make all new residential dwellings six-
star energy efficient by May 2011 (Housing Industry Association, 2010b, Housing Industry 
Association, 2010a). However, this regulation is specific to new residential housing and not 
housing stock existing prior to 2004. 
 
The introduction of a national scheme for the mandatory disclosure of residential building 
energy, greenhouse and water efficiency performance at the time of sale or lease is 
imminent in Australia (Council of Australian Government (COAG), 2009).  
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This initiative is further to the April 2009 meeting of the Council of Australian Government 
(COAG), where it was agreed to introduce an Australia wide mandatory disclosure scheme 
to provide information to home buyers or renters about the energy efficiency of dwellings 
(Council of Australian Government (COAG), 2009).  This scheme is due to commence in 
May 2011 across the nation and will require allocation of a thermal performance star rating 
by an accredited assessor for all homes for sale or lease, in a similar nature to the long 
running ACT model (see below).  Future expansion of the scheme is to include water 
consumption and greenhouse gas emissions. 
 
2.4. Australia – Other States 
The Australian Capital Territory (“ACT”) has had an energy efficiency mandatory disclosure 
scheme for housing for sale since 1999.  This star rating (0 to 10) must be included in all 
advertising material with the full certificate, including possible improvements to the property, 
included in contract documents.   
 
This rating system requires accredited and trained assessors to measure a home’s energy 
efficiency based on thermal qualities only, such as building fabric, window design, 
orientation, air leakage and cross ventilation.  It excludes energy consumption other than 
temperature control, such as lighting, appliances, hot water etc.   
 
In addition to this mandatory disclosure scheme, new homes built in ACT since 1995 were 
required to meet a minimum 4 star energy rating (National Framework for Energy Efficiency, 
2008).  This was a decade prior to the same level of regulation was introduced nationally 
through the Building Code of Australia. 
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2.5. Queensland 
As stated previously, the Queensland State Government mandated disclosure of the 
sustainability features of dwellings for sale in Queensland from 1 January 2010 through the 
introduction of the Building and Other Legislation Amendment Bill 2009.   
 
According to the Government, the objective of this policy was to: 
a. Increase community awareness of sustainable building features and thereby over 
time help to improve the sustainability of our community; 
b. Promote the relevance of sustainability features for the value of homes; 
c. Encourage sellers to improve the value of homes by adding sustainable building 
features; and 
d. Provide valuable information about how the features of an existing home compare to 
most of the mandatory minimum energy and water efficiency features of a new (or in 
some cases renovated) home. (Queensland Government, 2009) 
 
The legislative mechanisms introduced to achieve these objectives are worth examining at 
this point.  Compliance with the legislation requires specific action from each of the three 
parties involved in a transaction, being the seller, the selling agent, and the buyer.  The 
specific actions required of each is summarised below. 
 
Firstly, the seller is required to complete a Sustainability Declaration checklist (“the form”) 
prior to the dwelling being put on the market.  The form is a declaration of the dwelling’s 
environmental and social sustainability features in four key areas:  energy, water, safety and 
access.  The seller is able to complete the form themselves, and the seller may leave items 
on the form blank if they do not know the answer.  However, the seller can be liable for any 
losses incurred by the buyer as a result of false or misleading information contained on the 
form (Queensland Government, 2010b).  
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Secondly, the sales agent is required to include information on where a copy of the form is 
available from on all forms of advertising, excluding newspaper and magazine 
advertisements.  A copy of the form is to be on display whenever the home is open to the 
public for inspection and a copy must be provided to any prospective buyer on request.  
Penalties can be imposed on the sales agent if they complete the form on behalf of the 
seller. (Queensland Government, 2010b). 
 
Lastly, the onus is on the buyer to proactively ask for a copy of the form from the selling 
agent.  If the selling agent is not asked for a copy, there is no compulsion for them to provide 
it.  (Queensland Government, 2010a, Queensland Government, 2010b) 
 
Hence, the mechanisms of this legislation seek to minimise the disposal costs incurred by 
the seller by enabling them to self-complete the form.  Initiation and distribution of the form is 
administered by the real estate industry, and buyers need to know to actually ask for a copy 
of the form in order to receive a copy.  It is a thesis of this research, that these mechanisms 
for the completion and distribution of the form may actually be short circuiting the intended 
purposes and undermining the overall effectiveness of this important policy initiative. 
 
2.6. Buyer Awareness 
Despite these continuing legislative frameworks and general awareness raising of energy 
and water costs in home ownership and occupation, this is not always considered to be a 
major factor in the residential house purchase decision making process.  A study by Reed 
and Mills (2007) found that the financial aspects of the house purchase decision were the 
most significant factor for first home buyers and not the environmental factors.  A further 
study by Eves and Kippes (2010, Kippes and Eves, 2010) found that in the German and 
New Zealand residential property markets, buyers were more concerned about the price of 
the property, its location and number of bedrooms, than the energy efficiency or green rating 
of the property.  These studies also showed that buyers were generally unaware of the 
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energy efficiency schemes and measures and considered the most important environmental 
aspect of the residential dwelling to be the aspect of the building. 
 
Kippes and Eves (2010) also found that although mandatory disclosure of sustainability 
features were required for both residential home buyers and renters, in less than 50% of 
residential sales transactions it was not considered important by the purchaser and even 
less so by those considering leasing residential property.  
 
2.7. Value Add? 
The relationship between home energy ratings and values was examined by the Federal 
Government in 2008.  This research used hedonic modelling to assess this relationship for 
houses in the ACT sold in 2005 and 2006, remembering that mandatory disclosure had been 
in place in the ACT since 1999.  This report concluded that “a statistically significant 
relationship does exist” (National Framework for Energy Efficiency, 2008).  Whilst an 
average increase of 3% per star level was suggested (2.5% in 2005 and 3.8% in 2006), the 
authors were at pains to insist that the purpose of this research was not to quantify the 
actual value of the energy efficiency rating, but merely to determine if a relationship existed 
between a house’s energy rating and value. 
 
Unfortunately the headline finding of this report as quoted above has been quoted and 
misquoted by many commentators with little analysis of the report’s limitations.  These 
limitations include: 
• The ACT model for rating energy efficiency is only concerned with building fabric 
thermal qualities, not usage factors such as lighting, hot water, appliances or 
airconditioning; 
• Only two years of data was analysed despite mandatory disclosure being in place for 
the previous 6 years.  Testing of the model and hypotheses over a longer period, 
including the transitionary years, would have added weight to its findings; 
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• In concluding that a statistically significant relationship existed, the report assumes 
homogenous housing stock, explaining that the findings indicate that if two houses 
are identical in all respects apart from energy rating, the house with the higher 
energy efficiency will command a higher price.  Unfortunately the inherent 
heterogeneity of housing stock largely eliminates this scenario and therefore must 
put into question the conclusions;  and 
• The average energy performance of homes in the study was just below 1.7 stars (on 
a 0 – 10 star rating system in 0.5 increments), with examples ranging from 0 to 6 
stars.  Hence the average 3% price increase for one star level improvement, 
represents an actual average increase of energy performance of the building of 
almost 60% i.e. a 60% increase in energy efficiency results in a 3% increase in 
house value.   
 
A recent review of the literature on this topic by Morrissey and Horne (2011) identified this 
Federal Government report as the only study of its kind in Australia.  Four other hedonic 
studies from the USA were also identified.  However each study had greatly varying results. 
The difference between the highest and lowest observed impact in these USA examples  
was tenfold:  study for Iowa identified a percentage increase in house price variable of 
0.0211, whist the same variable for Minnesota study returned a variable of 0.2150.  The ACT 
study sat around the middle of the USA findings at 0.1080.   
 
In conclusion, whilst a number of researchers have attempted to quantify a correlation 
between home energy efficiency and house prices, the research on this topic in inconclusive 
in determining the extent of any such increase in value, with the research to date showing 
great variances. 
 
This review of the literature supports the hypothesis that sustainability is yet to be proven to 
be a criterion of relevance to home buyers, particularly from a value-add perspective. 
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3. RESEARCH PURPOSE AND METHODOLOGY 
This research has been undertaken to assess the initial impact of the recent mandatory 
disclosure legislation on home buyer decision making in Queensland, specifically in relation 
to its impact on the importance of sustainability features in the buyer decision making 
process. 
 
The research methodology focused on two stages.  The first stage research was designed to 
review the real estate industry compliance with the legislative requirements in relation to 
advertising the availability of the form, whilst the second stage surveyed the real estate 
industry on its experience with residential buyers and sellers since the introduction of the 
enabling legislation.   
 
The first stage research involved a review of advertising material for residential property 
listings in the State’s major population centre, South East Queensland.  Over a two week 
period, a random selection of real estate advertisements were audited to determine the level 
of compliance of residential real estate agents in respect to their obligations under the new 
legislation.  This review covered internet real estate sites, newspapers and promotional 
brochures.  This assessment was considered an important part of the research problem, 
given that this advertising is the primary method of communicating to buyers that the form 
exists ie. Buyers need to know that the form exists, to know to ask for a copy. 
 
Printed media surveyed included the Property Guide published in the Brisbane Courier Mail 
Saturday Edition. This is the major residential property advertising vehicle for Brisbane and 
South east Queensland. Three mid week local newspapers were also surveyed over the two 
week period to assess real estate agents compliance with the new legislation. Internet 
advertising was monitored by weekly surveys of Queensland real estate on offer through 
realestate.com.au, which is the main internet real estate listing site in Australia. Each week a 
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selection of 40 Brisbane suburbs (geographic and socio-economic diverse), and 5 regional 
towns were surveyed. In addition, 25 real estate offices across Brisbane were inspected to 
survey the window displays to measure compliance. 
 
Stage two involved the completion of an online survey.  The survey was targeted at real 
estate professionals working in the Queensland residential sector as this sector has the 
greatest exposure to potential home buyers.  Although the survey is not directly 
encompassing the views of actual house buyers, in respect to sustainable housing 
characteristics and importance, it does provide a level of understanding of how the 
importance of sustainable residential housing characteristics are conveyed to real estate 
sales people in the house sale process.  An approach to actual home buyers is restricted 
due to privacy and availability limitations.  In respect to the new legislation, potential home 
buyers are encouraged to seek this declaration from the vendor via the real estate sales 
person and in this respect, the real estate agent would have a greater awareness of the 
number of potential buyers who have requested this declaration than the house vendor.  
This methodology is consistent with similar surveys conducted in New Zealand and 
Germany (Eves and Kippes, 2010, Kippes and Eves, 2010). 
 
With the co-operation of the Real Estate Institute of Queensland (REIQ), member real estate 
agents and sales people were provided with an opportunity to participate in this survey.  This 
target group was selected for a number of reasons including:  ready access to participants 
(via REIQ), limited ethical constraints (REIQ distributed the survey to its members, thus 
ensuring no privacy breaches), day-to-day experience of participants in dealing with home 
buyers and sellers (including asking qualifying questions on desirable home features), 
hands-on experience of participants in administering the legislative requirements (the 
legislation essentially relies upon the residential real estate sector for its implementation), 
and forecast strong response rate (REIQ advised its members are regularly surveyed and 
have strong opinions on the forms). Conducting the survey through REIQ and real estate 
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agents provided a more extensive access to both actual and potential residential property 
buyers and sellers. This level of coverage could not have been achieved by the survey of 
individual residential property vendors or purchasers due to issues associated with property 
identification and individual privacy issues.  
 
The purpose of this online survey was to determine: 
a. the level of awareness of residential property sellers of the new legislation 
requirements; 
b. the level of awareness of the potential residential property buyers of the 
Sustainability Declaration, including if and/or when this declaration  was 
requested/provided in the inspection and sale process; and  
c. Buyer sustainability relevance and preferences. 
 
The survey also sought data that would allow the survey responses to be classified on the 
basis of: 
• Geographic location (Brisbane and surrounds, Gold and Sunshine Coasts, etc) 
• Number of sales (gauge experience of responder) 
• Average market sale range (Low value, medium value, high value markets) 
• Typical buyer profile (Single, investor, family/couples) 
 
These respondent characteristics allow the results to be further analysed in subsequent 
research on the basis of market location.  Based on these classifications the results will 
determine if the level of awareness of the forms is consistent across the Queensland 
residential property market or varied depending on location. 
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As this legislation has only recently been introduced, this initial survey and research will 
enable a benchmark position to be determined and follow up surveys will be conducted to 
assess changes in the level of compliance, awareness and acceptance over time. 
Respondents were given the following options in relation to their responses 
Hardly any:   0-20% 
Less than half:  20-40% 
About half:   40-60% 
More than half:  60-80% 
Nearly all:   80-100% 
 
3.1. Respondent Summary 
A total of 587 responses to this survey were received over a two week period.  The survey 
was completed by a good cross section of respondents across Queensland with the high 
proportion from Brisbane and surrounds was to be expected (40%) where a large portion of 
the population is centred, however it was also pleasing to see a good spread of responses 
from other regions with 15% from the Gold Coast, 14% from the Sunshine Coast, 6% 
Western Queensland including the Darling Downs, 10% Central Queensland including Wide 
Bay/Burnet and 12% North/Far North Queensland.  
 
The majority of respondents (71%) sold less than 50 residential properties since the 
introduction of the legislation, with 21% selling between 50 and 100 residential properties 
during this time period and only 8% selling in excess of 100 residential properties.  
 
The survey data also showed that 65% of all properties sold during this time period by the 
respondents have been in the range of $300,000 to $550,000, with 12% of sales being less 
than $300,000 and 23% being over $550,000.  
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Since the introduction of the Sustainability Declaration, those real estate agents surveyed 
reported that 43% of all sales transactions they have been involved in have been families, 
24% singles or couples, 21% investors and older/retirees representing 19% of sales.  The 
higher proportion of family and young buyers also corresponds to the predominant price 
range being $300,000 to $550,000.  
 
4. RESULTS 
4.1. Stage 1 
Stage One research findings indicated an extremely high level of compliance from the 
professional real estate community.  All forms of advertising reviewed that was produced by 
independent real estate firms, including online and print media, did comply with the 
requirements of the legislation.  This compliance was generally achieved via a notation on 
the advertising material that Sustainability Declarations were available on request.   
 
However, one sector of the market that did not appear to comply with the legislation was the 
larger project home construction sector.  This sector can be characterised as having internal 
sales people, rather than retaining the services of external real estate professionals.  Review 
of the advertising material from this sector revealed inconsistencies in application of this 
legislative requirement, with some of the largest home builders showing no evidence of 
compliance.  When approached for comment, arguably Queensland’s largest project home 
builder claimed it was not legally required to conform to this legislation.  This was deemed to 
be due to the structure of their contractual arrangements with their customers.  When selling 
a house and land package, builders enter into a land contract (for the purchase of the vacant 
land) together with a construction contract (for construction of the house thereupon).  This 
creates a scenario whereby there is no contractual sale of a house, and therefore no 
obligation to comply with this legislation.  This is an unexpected finding given predominance 
of these sellers in the new home market.  Arguably, it is the builders who would have the 
most ready access to all the necessary product information required to fully complete the 
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form.  This is particularly applicable where project home buyers have a limited number of 
standard plans, and could readily prepare forms in bulk to inform their customers of the 
sustainability features of these new homes.  This loop hole has been identified as an avenue 
of further research. 
 
Despite the anomaly identified above, the findings for the independent real estate 
professionals, indicated full compliance with the legislation i.e. advertisement to prospective 
buyers of the availability of the form. 
 
4.2. Stage 2 
Stage Two quantitative research was completed over a two week period, with 587 survey 
responses received from REIQ members across Queensland.  The following results are a 
preliminary assessment of the data gathered.  
4.2.1. Seller Awareness 
The initial survey question focussed on the level of awareness sellers in respect to the 
requirement for sellers to provide the form to the selling agent, prior to the property being 
placed on the market.  Seller awareness of their responsibility to provide a completed form 
was found to be very poor.   
 
Table 1:  Seller Awareness of the Sustainability Declaration 
 
From this Table 1, it can be seen that nearly 60% of real estate agents reported that sellers 
they had dealt with over the past 12 months had very limited awareness of the requirements 
to provide a Sustainability Declaration, with less than 6% of real estate agents reporting that 
nearly all their sellers over the past 12 months were aware of this requirement. From a 
geographic perspective, this table also shows that real estate agents report the highest level 
of awareness from sellers in the Sunshine Coast (63%) and Western Queensland (50%), 
with the highest level of non awareness being sellers in Brisbane (65%), Central Queensland 
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(65%) and Far North Queensland (65%). Conversely, Far North Queensland also showed 
the highest percentage of vendors being nearly always aware of the Sustainability 
Declaration (11.3%), with the region recording the lowest percentage in relation to nearly all 
vendors being aware was Brisbane at 0.95%. 
 
4.2.2. Buyer Awareness 
Additional questions were then asked to determine at what stage the form was requested by 
potential house buyers.  This was based on the initial inspection, particularly for an open 
house inspection, as well as at any time during the sales process in general.  From Tables 2  
and 3 below, it can be seen that 95% of real estate agents reported that during the open 
house inspections that they have carried out over the past 12 months hardly any (0 - 20%) of 
all potential buyers requested a copy of the form during an open house inspection.   
 
Table 2:  Buyer propensity to Ask to view or receive a copy of the Sustainability Declaration at an open for inspection 
 
Table 3 shows that this limited buyer interest and/or awareness during the initial property 
inspection continued throughout the full sales process, with 98% of agents surveyed 
indicating that hardly any (0 - 20%) clients requested the declaration at any time during the 
sales process. This high percentage of non-request for the declaration was consistent 
across all geographic locations, unlike the situation in relation to open houses, suggesting 
that the fact that the agent has the Sustainability Declaration on hand at the open house is 
the factor that induces buyers to request this document. 
 
Table 3:  Buyer propensity to Ask for a copy of the Sustainability Declaration at any time during the sales process 
 
This data shown in Tables 2 and 3 indicates that despite the fact that Sustainability 
Declarations have now been in operation in Queensland since January 2010, home buyers 
are not asking for a copy of the Sustainability Declaration when determining the suitability of 
the house for purchase.  It is unclear from the research at this point as to whether home 
Research Paper 
21 
 
buyers actually know to ask for a copy, or whether they are simply not interested in the 
information.  
 
As discussed, although real estate agents are only required by law to provide a copy of the 
Sustainability Declaration when asked for it by a potential buyer, anecdotal evidence 
collected prior to the formulation of the survey questions, indicated that a number of agents 
do provide the form to buyers in any case.  Hence, the survey respondents were asked the 
question “If the buyer does not request the Sustainability Declaration at what point in the 
sales process is the declaration provided”.  
 
Table 4:  Agent provision of Sustainability Declaration (without being asked)  
 
Responses to this question are shown in Table 4, and this shows that despite not being 
asked directly for the declaration, 43% of real estate agents actually provide the form to 
potential buyers with the initial property details. Real estate agents in Central Queensland 
provided this declaration with the initial property details in 52% of cases and in Far North 
Queensland this only occurred in 8% of cases.  39% of agents surveyed advised that the 
declaration was not provided unless requested, with agents in the Western and Other 
regions (50% and 47% respectively) only providing the declaration on request. The 
remaining percentage advising that the declaration is provided just prior to or at the signing 
of the contract.  This indicates that despite virtually no buyers asking for a copy of the form 
(whether through ignorance or disinterest), 60% of all buyers are actually provided with the 
information.  Given that 17% of the forms are provided either at or immediately prior to 
contract signing, it could be argued that the buyer decision to purchase has been made 
independently to that information being provided i.e. it does not impact the decision making 
process.  
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Given the forms are not collected by a central agency or repository at any time, this data 
further indicates that almost 40% of the declarations provided by sellers are never used for 
any purpose and remain only in the hands of the selling agent. 
 
4.2.3. House Purchase Decision 
The remaining questions in this initial survey were designed to assess the perceived 
importance of the forms for home buyers and if buyers considered any sustainability features 
important in the house purchase decision.  
 
Table 5:  Importance of Sustainability to Home Buyers 
 
As indicated in Table 5 above, one year on from its implementation, 96% of buyers do not 
consider the Sustainability Declaration to be an important factor in their house purchase 
decision making process, with this percentage being consistent across all regions of 
Queensland.  As demonstrated in Tables 3 and 5, there is a very close correlation between 
the low importance of sustainability to home buyers and their propensity to ask for a copy of 
the declaration.  Only 3.3% of buyers considered this declaration to be somewhat important, 
with less than 1% of buyers considering this to be very important.  These dramatic findings 
are surprisingly consistent with the anecdotal evidence given by the real estate industry in 
the scoping of this research.  
 
Figure 6 below shows the environmental aspects of home ownership that home buyers in 
Queensland consider being of some importance.  
 
Figure 2:  Desirable Sustainability features by home buyers 
 
Real estate agents reported that ceiling insulation was a factor that 34% of buyers enquired 
about during the sales process (both from a positive and negative perspective).  This can be 
attributed to the high level of media coverage from the recent worker deaths, alleged fraud 
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and house fires associated with the Federal Government funded insulation scheme.  16% of 
buyers were interested in energy saving devices in the houses they purchased, with 10% 
looking for water saving devices.  10% of home buyers were looking for houses with 
appropriate aspect (sun and shading).  Of note however is that still up to 30% of 
respondents reported that no sustainability features are of interest to home buyers.  When 
combined with the other findings of this data, it can be concluded that whilst sustainability 
features may be desirable to a proportion of home buyers, they are not of a sufficient impact 
to sway decision making. 
 
Qualitative analysis of the numerous comments received through this survey, will be 
undertaken as part of further research on this topic, as will categorisation of responses by 
region, price point and buyer type.  This further research will be used to determine if 
responses vary across these areas of differentiation in respect to location within Queensland 
and actual buyer type. 
 
4.3. Future Research 
The scoping phase for this research project, included discussion with a variety of industry 
participants, these included: 
• meetings with the REIQ - to gather background information on the introduction of the 
Sustainability Declarations, glean support for access to their members,   
• informal discussion with real estate agents – to gather anecdotal evidence on their 
experiences with the Sustainability Declarations and seller/buyer awareness; and  
• two project home builders – the intent initially was to survey their sales people as 
well, to compare the agent experience in new homes (project sales people), versus 
existing homes (real estate agents). 
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These informal discussions assisted in formulating the research questions for this project, 
clarified the actual implementation of the legislative mechanisms in practice, and also 
highlighted a number of areas for future research associated with this topic.  
 
As discussed in Section 4.1, an unexpected, and informal finding was that the project home 
construction firm approached to participate in this research was of the view that 
Sustainability Declarations did not apply to project home builders.  By virtue of the 
contractual arrangements with buyers, project home builders can make use of a loophole 
whereby they are not deemed to be selling a house.  Contracts with buyers are in the form of 
a separate land contract, together with a construction contract.  The extent of this practice in 
the project home building industry, and hence avoidance of the use of Sustainability 
Declarations has been identified for future research.   
 
Another unquantified finding that warrants further investigation is the ability of the seller to 
leave the Sustainability Declaration blank.  The legislation requires the seller to disclose any 
sustainability information they are aware of.  However, it is not contrary to the letter of the 
law for the seller to sign a blank form.  It is understood that this provision was included to 
ensure sellers did not have to incur the expense of retaining a consultant to complete the 
forms.  A further mechanism of the legislation that acts as a disincentive for sellers to 
complete forms, is the provision whereby sellers can be liable for any losses incurred by 
buyers by virtue of inaccurate information contained on the forms.  Again, anecdotal 
evidence provided indicates that very few forms are fully completed.  The impact of this is to 
compound the negligible interest in the forms from home buyers:  if only limited buyers are 
interested enough to ask for a copy of the form, and a large proportion of those forms are 
incomplete, then it is not unreasonable to draw the conclusion that the legislative 
mechanisms of this Act are not practical in their application, and hence are not contributing 
to the stated objectives of the Act.  Further research will delve into the proportion of forms 
completed, and the reasons for this.  
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5. CONCLUSIONS AND OBSERVATIONS 
This paper presents initial findings on the impact of Queensland’s Sustainability Declarations 
in the first 12 months since their introduction by the State Government in January 2010.   
 
Stage 1 of this research found that the professional real estate industry has been extremely 
compliant with the new legislation.  All independent residential property advertising in 
Queensland surveyed included a notation generally stating that a Sustainability Declaration 
is available on request.  This is the primary method by which buyers are educated as to the 
availability of this information.  Further, over 60% of real estate professionals surveyed 
actually provided the form to the buyer during the sale process, despite not actually being 
asked, or required to do so. 
 
Stage 2 of this research confirmed that contrary to compliance from the residential real 
estate industry, widespread disengagement with the Sustainability Declaration process was 
recorded from sellers, and even more so, from buyers.  Results indicate that despite the note 
on advertisements, 98% of buyers do not ask for a copy of the Sustainability Declaration at 
any time during the sales process.  Despite this disengagement, sellers are legislatively 
required to complete these forms to their best knowledge, prior to the property going to the 
market.  However, up to 40% of the forms completed by sellers, are never provided to any 
potential buyer.  Nor are they collected by the government, or any other authority for the 
purpose of data collection.  They are simply held on real estate agent files.  Of those forms 
that are provided to prospective buyers, virtually none (4%) impact the buyer’s decision 
making process.  
 
These qualitative findings confirm the anecdotal evidence collected from the residential real 
estate industry in the scoping phase of this research.  Previous studies of home buyer 
awareness of sustainability features carried out in 2007 and 2009, noted that environmental 
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issues were not a major factor in the house purchase decision.  This study again confirms 
that despite the introduction of mandatory disclosure of a home’s sustainability features upon 
sale, this policy has had little if any impact on home buyer decision making.   
 
This finding then begs the question of whether the government’s policy objectives are 
actually being achieved, and if not, what are the key hindrances?  It is difficult not to 
conclude from the data that the policy objectives (as stated in Section 2.5) are not being 
achieved and that the mechanisms described herein are a key contributor to the lack of 
buyer interest in the forms.   
 
The recorded lack of awareness from both buyers and sellers could be countered by a public 
awareness campaign formulated to raise awareness of the scale of housing’s contribution to 
sustainability issues such as water and energy consumption, and role of the Sustainability 
Declaration in helping home buyers make informed choices.  Alternatively, a review of the 
current legislative mechanisms could work to more closely align the intent of the legislation 
with the actual outcomes.  
 
Further research on this topic will include qualitative analysis of the numerous supporting 
comments provided by respondents, investigation of the potential participation of project 
home builders, as well as the potential for subsequent surveys, particularly after the 
introduction of the proposed national mandatory disclosure scheme for home energy 
efficiency (upon sale or rent) in May 2011.  
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Figure 1: Residential energy consumption and growth in dwellings and population, Victoria, 
base year = 1998. 
 
(Sources: ABS, 2006; DPCD, 2008; ABARE, 2008) 
 
Table 1: Seller Awareness of the Sustainability Declaration 
Response Brisbane Central 
QLD 
Gold 
Coast 
Far Nth 
QLD 
Sunshine 
Coast 
Western 
QLD 
Other Total % 
Hardly Any 137 26 55 46 30 10 32 59.2 
< Half 48 9 15 11 34 3 12 23.3 
About half 15 2 8 5 11 4 7 9.2 
> Half 8 0 2 1 3 0 2 2.8 
Nearly All 2 3 6 8 3 3 6 5.5 
TOTAL 210 40 86 71 81 20 57 565 
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Table 2:  Buyer propensity to Ask to view or receive a copy of the Sustainability 
Declaration at an open for inspection 
Response Brisbane Central 
QLD 
Gold 
Coast 
Far Nth 
QLD 
Sunshine 
Coast 
Western 
QLD 
Other Total % 
Hardly Any 212 30 83 71 81 19 57 95.4 
< Half 3 6 0 0 0 0 0 0.7 
About half 1 2 1 0 0 0 0 0.2 
> Half 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.2 
Nearly All 1 0 2 0 0 1 2 0.7 
TOAL 218 38 86 71 81 20 59 573 
Note: Not Applicable = 2.9% 
 
Table 3: Buyer propensity to Ask for a copy of the Sustainability Declaration at 
any time during the sales process 
Response Brisbane Central 
QLD 
Gold 
Coast 
Far Nth 
QLD 
Sunshine 
Coast 
Western 
QLD 
Other Total % 
Hardly Any 218 39 85 69 81 19 57 98.1 
< Half 3 1 1 2 0 1 0   1.4 
About half 0 0 0 0 0 0 0   0 
> Half 1 0 0 0 0 0 0   0.2 
Nearly All 0 0 0 0 0 0 2   0.3 
Total 222 40 86 71 81 20 59 579 
 
 
Table 4: Agent provision of Sustainability Declaration (without being asked)  
Response Brisbane Central 
QLD 
Gold 
Coast 
Far Nth 
QLD 
Sunshine 
Coast 
Western 
QLD 
Other Total % 
After 
Contract 
2 1 0 1 0 0 1   0.7 
At Contract 
Signing 
10 1 6 3 1 1 2   4.2 
Only on 
Request 
88 13 32 22 29 10 28 38.8 
Prior to 
Contract 
17 5 8 33 9 1 2 8.8 
Supplied at 
Start 
89 22 30 5 41 8 26 42.6 
TOTAL 206 42 76 64 80 20 59 547 
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Note: Not Specified: 4.9% 
 
Table 5: Importance of Sustainability to Home Buyers 
Response Brisbane Central 
QLD 
Gold 
Coast 
Far Nth 
QLD 
Sunshine 
Coast 
Western 
QLD 
Other Total % 
Not 
Important 
218 39 82 67 77 19 54 96.0 
Somewhat 
Important 
2 2 2 4 5 1 3   3.3 
Very 
Important 
1 0 3 0 0 0    0.7 
TOTAL 212 41 87 71 82 20 57 570 
 
 
Figure 2:  Desirable Sustainability Features to Home Buyers 
 
 
